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1. Reconstruction’s failure was not the inevitable consequence of the 
limited and conservative nature of national legislation. It resulted from the 
federal government’s refusal to enforce, in the face of organized terror, 
what civil and political equality lawmakers had in fact enacted. 
 
2. After 1868, white militants increasingly used targeted violence and 
intimidation to erode the organizational viability and legitimacy of the local 
and state Republican Party. Southern Republicans’ resulting dependence on 
federal protection fatally undermined their perceived legitimacy in the 
North. 
 
3. Local military commanders, even with limited number of troops, 
achieved intermittent success in enforcing Reconstruction, particularly 
when they used their discretion to forcefully prosecute the most militant and 
violent elements among the white population. Such successes, however 
limited and temporary, illustrate the potential for an alternative outcome.  
 
4. No matter how equitably Freedmen’s Bureau agents tried to balance the 
interests of the freedpeople and the planters, the result of their interference 
inevitably gave more to the black population than they would have obtained 
in the Bureau’s absence. 
 
5. The success of political terror in undermining racial equality following 
the Civil War contradicts the popular conception of American history as a 
uniform march towards progress. 
 
6. The vastly differing interpretation of the Reconstruction amendments by 
the Supreme court during the 20th Century Civil rights Movement compared 
to the Reconstruction era, illustrates that the United States indeed has a 
‘living constitution.’ 
 
7. Given the decentralized nature of American politics in the 19th century, a 
history of national - or even state-level - political processes, cannot 
satisfactorily illuminate the lived experience and power dynamics that 
determine most people’s lives. 
 
8. The near total absence of popular historical fiction or feature films set 
during Reconstruction, suggests that the era still constitutes a national 
trauma with the potential to divide American society. 
 
9. The electoral dominance achieved by Republicans in recent decades 
among the white working class in the South, reflects the ongoing influence 
that racial identity has on voter preferences. 
 
10. Reconstruction vividly illustrates that the government of a multi-ethnic 
state committed to civil and political equality, cannot leave the enforcement 
of such equality in the hands of civil society, as many Dutch politicians 
have suggested doing during the recent ‘Zwarte Piet’ debate. 
